Food craving frequency mediates the relationship between emotional eating and excess weight gain in pregnancy.
An estimated 50% of pregnancies in the U.S. are associated with maternal weight gain that exceeds Institute of Medicine recommendations. The numerous adverse consequences of obesity in gestation, delivery and the postpartum have been widely documented. The role of excess gestational weight gain (GWG) as a predictor of lifetime obesity risk in mothers and their children is also increasingly recognized. Cravings and negative affect are commonly cited triggers of overconsumption in pregnant women. We sought to examine the role of food craving frequency as a mediator in the relation between emotional eating and excess GWG. In this cross-sectional study, pregnant women (n = 113) completed the Dutch Eating Behavior Questionnaire, a measure of "restrained," "emotional," and "external" eating styles, along with the Food Craving Inventory, which quantifies cravings for "high fat foods," "fast food fats," "carbohydrates/starches," and "sweets." Participants also reported on pre-pregnancy weight and height, and GWG at the time of survey completion. Data supported the hypothesized mediation model, with frequency of "high fat foods" cravings fully mediating the relationship between "emotional" eating and excess GWG (Sobel test z = 2.40, p = .016). This study addresses the striking dearth of research examining potentially modifiable psychosocial predictors of excess GWG. Future longitudinal research should examine if salient affective states trigger food cravings, thus placing pregnant women at increased risk of excess weight gain. Findings have implications for treatment interventions targeting excess GWG, suggesting a need to teach skills to help patients better manage low moods and cravings.